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Abstract:	 Community	 forestry	 or	 social	 forestry	 (henceforth	 referred	 collectively	 as	 SF)	 programs	 have	
become	new	modes	of	forest	management	empowering	local	managers	and	hence,	allowing	integration	of	
diverse	local	practices	and	support	of	local	livelihoods.	 	 Implementation	of	these	initiatives,	however,	face	


















Throughout	 Southeast	 Asia,	 some	 140	 million	 people	 are	 dependent	 on	 forests	 for	 their	
livelihoods	 and	 have	 developed	 their	 own	 systems	 of	 managing	 resources	 based	 on	 traditional	
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These	millions	of	people	developed	forest	practices	according	to	local	conditions	and	culture,	
supported	 by	 local	 governance	 structures	 that	 have	 been	 effective	 in	 maintaining	 forest	 and	









Community	 Forestry	 or	 Social	 Forestry	 emerged	 in	 the	 late	 1970s,	 when	 concern	 over	
increasing	deforestation	 rates	 led	 to	a	questioning	of	 state	 control	over	 forest	 resources	and	 its	
capacity	to	effectively	protect	and	manage	forests	sustainably.	 	 Social	or	Community	Forestry	was	
seen	as	an	alternative	to	solving	forest	management	problems	(Gilmour,	2016),	and	forest	conflicts	
(Purnomo	 and	 Anand,	 2014).	 	 Over	 time,	 ideas	 of	 democracy	 and	 justice	 (Brosius	 et	 al.	 1998;	
Larson,	 2005),	 coupled	 with	 neo-liberal	 ideas	 (McCarthy,	 2005)	 and	 increasing	 evidence	 that	
traditional	practices	can	achieve	positive	outcomes	for	conservation	(Chomba	et	al.,	2015)	shaped	








Vietnam	 and	 Indonesia	 are	 two	 countries	 experimenting	 with	 decentralization,	 including	
devolution	of	forestland	to	communities	through	SF	as	part	of	the	state	regulatory	framework.	As	
part	of	the	CIFOR	project	ASEAN-Swiss	Partnership	on	Social	Forestry	and	Climate	Change	(ASFCC),	
the	 two	 countries	 provide	 an	 interesting	 comparison	 given	 their	 rather	 different	 histories	 of	




















Though	 different	 discourses	 emerged	 at	 different	 points	 of	 time,	 core	 elements	 in	 these	
discourses	with	regard	to	problem	definition,	 identified	appropriate	policy	responses	and	overall	










al.,	 2008;	 Arnold,	 2001).	 This	 mix	 of	 discourses	 and	 rationales	 has	 been	 adopted	 by	 most	
governments	of	Southeast	Asia	and	applied	in	various	forms	and	using	different	terms:	community	
































plans	that	are	prepared	according	to	legally	prescribed	norms.	 	 	 		
While	SF	is	diverse,	governments	define	three	main	objectives:	1)	to	alleviate	poverty	of	forest	
dependent	 people,	 2)	 to	 enable	 communities	 to	 have	 secure	 access	 to,	 and	 ownership	 of,	 the	
resources	 and	 their	 benefits,	 through	 empowerment	 and	 building	 of	 capacity	 for	 forest	
management,	 and	 3)	 to	 improve	 the	 condition	 of	 forests	 (Blaikie,	 2006;	 Maryudi	 et	 al.,	 2012;	








Blaikie,	2006).	 	 It	 therefore	also	 implies	the	right	to	control	the	use	of	 forestland	and	resources	
within	 their	 jurisdictions.	 Yet,	 empowerment	 or	 devolution	 of	 power	 is	 constrained	 by	 conflicts	
between	state	and	communities	to	gain	control	over	forestland	and	resources.	 	 Adiwibowo	et	al.	
(2016)	uses	the	term	‘contested	devolution’	in	which	access	and	control	over	the	forests	and	ensuing	
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benefits	are	reformulated	within	the	interaction	and	negotiation	process	among	parties	concerned	
as	 they	 are	 implemented.	 The	 adoption	 of	 neo-liberalism	 (McCarthy,	 2005)	 further	 drives	 the	
discourse	that	in	order	to	alleviate	poverty,	SF	needs	to	be	managed	as	a	business	enterprise	(De	
Jong	 2012),	 thereby	 reducing	 forests	 and	 forest	 resources	 to	 a	 commodity.	 During	 processes	 of	










norms,	 regulations,	 and	 formal	 and	 informal	 arrangements	 which	 have	 shaped	 the	 policies.	





























with	the	contested	devolution.	 	 	 	
To	 provide	 more	 grounded	 discussions,	 we	 complemented	 the	 review	 with	 our	 personal	
observations	in	both	following	and	engaging	in	the	activities	of	social	forestry	working	groups	tasked	
with	developing	national	policies	in	Vietnam	and	Indonesia.	 	
Finally,	 data	 was	 also	 gathered	 from	 informal	 interviews	 with	 key	 respondents	 and	 direct	
observations	during	field	visits	to	Son	La	and	Nghe	An	provinces	in	Vietnam	and	West	Kalimantan	
province	in	Indonesia	in	2012	and	2016	as	part	of	the	CIFOR	ASFCC	project.		 	












1998).	 To	 mobilize	 people	 in	 forest	 protection	 and	 reforestation	 actions,	 the	 Vietnamese	
Government	adopted	a	series	of	policies	to	promote	community	participation	in	forestry	(Sikor	and	
Nguyen,	2007).	 	 Vietnam	implemented	national	programs	to	(i)	prioritize	forest	land	allocation	to	







customary	 and/or	 legal	 rights	 of	 entitlement”	 (Wode	 and	 Huy,	 2009;	 RECOFTC,	 2014).	 	 SF	 in	




village	belong.	The	second	 is	 forest	management	by	groups	of	households,	which	 is	 formed	by	a	












a	 government	 policy	 in	 the	 late	 1980s	 (Lindayati,	 2002).	 	 SF	 was	 defined	 as	 a	 system	 of	
management	of	forests	(on	either	state	forest	or	private	forestland)	that	involves	local	communities	
with	 the	 goal	 to	 improve	 their	 wellbeing	 and	 realize	 sustainable	 forestry	 (Hakim	 et	 al.,	 2010).	 	
Under	this	definition,	SF	was	not	fully	meant	as	a	policy	for	decentralization	of	rights	but	rather,	was	
perceived	 more	 as	 a	 “development”	 program	 for	 villages	 located	 in	 forest	 areas,	 and	 its	
implementation	became	the	responsibility	of	 the	 forest	corporations	holding	official	exploitation	
permits	in	forest	concessions.	Over	the	subsequent	two	decades,	SF	remained	an	insignificant	part	
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In	 the	 absence	 of	 dedicated	 higher	 regulations	 on	 SF,	 the	 ministry	 developed	 various	





The	 implementing	 regulation	 of	 Law	 41,	 1999	 (Government	 Regulation	 (GR)	 34,	 2002	 later	 	








	 The	 global	 movement	 for	 indigenous	 rights,	 linked	 closely	 with	 issues	 of	 environmental	
change	and	sustainable	development,	gained	increasing	momentum	throughout	the	2000s	driven	
by	 the	 establishment	 of	 AMAN	 (Alliance	 of	 Indigenous	 Communities	 of	 Indonesia)	 in	 1999	











framed	through	FLA	policies	with	 the	stated	objectives	 to	 increase	 forest	cover,	 improved	 forest	
quality,	and	contribute	to	hunger	eradication	and	poverty	reduction	in	impoverished	upland	areas	
(To	 and	 Tran,	 2014).	 	 The	 two	models	 mentioned	 above	 were	 the	 offshoot	 of	 FLA	 which	 was	







and	 Tran	 (2014)	 distinguishes	 three	 main	 forms	 of	 FLA:	 (i)	 forest	 land	 allocation	 to	 state	






not	 gain	 any	 actual	 control	 over	 local	 forests:	 they	 still	 have	 to	 seek	 permission	 from	 relevant	
agencies	to	harvest	trees	and	use	forestland,	and	they	often	have	 limited	understanding	of	their	
rights	and	duties	 (Nguyen	et	al.,	2008).	To	and	Tran	 (2014)	observed	 the	 improvement	of	 forest	
quality	but	skewed	improvements	in	livelihood	where	some	people	were	able	to	disproportionally	







to	 increase	 the	 revenue	 base	 for	 community	 forestry	 regimes	 (Sunderlin	 and	 Huynh,	 2005).	
Meanwhile,	the	Vietnam	Forestry	Strategy	2006-	2020	sets	out	a	clear	priority	to	allocate	forests	for	
communities	to	protect	and	to	benefit	from	the	forests.	 	 By	the	end	of	2009,	local	communities	









































































Vietnam	 has	 also	 linked	 different	 payment	 for	 environmental	 services,	 such	 as	 the	 PFES	
(Payment	for	Forest	Environmental	Services)	and	REDD+	(Reducing	Emissions	from	Deforestation	
and	 forest	 Degradation	 and	 enhancement	 of	 carbon	 stocks)	 to	 forms	 of	 community-managed	
forests.	 	 The	PFES	program	has	been	 implemented	nationally	 since	Decision	99	 in	2010.	Article	
eight	 in	this	Decision	states	that	village	communities,	who	are	allocated	forestland	for	 long-term	
usage,	are	the	beneficiaries	of	forest	payment.	As	an	 incentive	to	encourage	communities	to	get	
involved	 in	 forest	 protection	 and	management,	 the	 PFES	 scheme	 compensates	 communities	 for	
forest	 protection	 activities.	 Moreover,	 the	 implementation	 of	 PFES	 acts	 as	 a	 catalyst	 to	 move	
forward	forest	allocation	to	communities.	 	
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Forestry	 regulations	 are	 also	 often	 implemented	 in	 different	ways	 in	 different	 provinces	 or	
regions.	Some	provinces	are	more	flexible	and	progressive	than	others	and	can	set	up	trial	sites	for	
community	 forestry	 before	 the	 central	 government	 legally	 acknowledges	 this	 form	 of	 forest	
management	(Pham	et	al.,	2012).	SF	practices	might	therefore	not	fit	neatly	into	the	government	
schemes	 as	 shown	 in	 Table	 2	 for	 Vietnam.	 Indeed,	 in	 practice	 people	 often	 ignore	 government	





























































































































































SF	 is	 the	 legal	 mandate	 of	 the	 MoEF	 and	 therefore	 primarily	 regulated	 by	 forestry	 laws,	
regulations	and	ministerial	decrees.	However,	as	a	category	of	land	use,	SF	is	also	bound	by	the	law	
on	 spatial	 planning,	 the	 land	 law,	 the	 law	 on	 regional	 government	 and	 the	 law	 on	 villages,	 all	








enhance	 wider	 public	 and	 social	 participation	 of	 different	 non-state	 actors	 group	 including	
communities.	In	Indonesia,	administrative	decentralization	policies	have	gone	further	than	Vietnam,	





improved	 forest	 as	 well	 as	 improved	 livelihood.	 	 Implicit	 is	 empowerment	 of	 people.	 	 As	 the	
Vietnam	 policy	 states:	 “land	 allocation	 makes	 forests	 officially	 owned,	 attaching	 rights	 to	
responsibilities,	 and	 offering	 favorable	 conditions	 for	 local	 people	 to	 protect	 forest,	who	 find	 it	
secure	to	manage,	invest,	and	develop	and	allocate	forest.”	(MARD’s	master	plan	for	forest	lease	
and	allocation,	2007:	5	quoted	in	To	and	Tran,	2014).	 	 	
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In	practice,	both	countries	are	very	centralized	with	regard	to	forest	governance	(Brockhaus	
and	Di	Gregorio,	 2014).	 	 In	 Indonesia,	 SF	 is	 simply	 considered	a	permit	 to	manage	 forests	with	





(Maryudi,	 2012;	 Schusser	 et	 al.,	 2015;	Adiwibowo	et	 al.,	 2016).	 	 Simply	 put,	 state-led	 land	 and	
forest	 reform	 strategies	 often	 do	 not	 succeed	 because	 “bureaucratic	 modalities	 cannot	
accommodate	 the	 varying	 meanings	 of	 land,	 plural	 notions	 of	 property,	 and	 diverse	 political-
economic	contexts”	(Sikor	and	Müller,	2009).	 	
As	mentioned	earlier,	 local	people	are	also	subject	to	policies	from	other	sectors,	which	are	
often	 contradictory	 or	 inconsistent,	 and	 add	 to	 the	 complexity	 of	 SF.	 In	 the	 Vietnam	 Forest	
Protection	and	Development	Law	of	2004,	for	example,	communities	are	recognized	as	legal	entities	
and	 allowed	 to	 enter	 forest	 protection	 contracts.	 	 Yet,	 in	 the	 Land	 Law	 and	 Civil	 Code	 2005,	
communities	are	not	allowed	to	enter	any	 legal	contract,	unless	registered	 in	the	commune	as	a	
group	of	households	(civil	code)	or	as	cooperatives	(circular	07/TTLT	MARD	and	MONRE).	 	 	









merely	 confirm	 de	 facto	 use	 of	 forest	 land	 by	 local	 people	 without	 real	 attempts	 to	 improve	
governance	of	forests	or	empower	local	people.	 	 Under	lack	of	clarity,	forest	administrators	tend	
to	merely	follow	the	letter	of	the	law	and	forget	the	spirit	of	the	law.   
5.	Discussion	
In	 the	 following	 sub-sections,	 we	 discuss	 the	 (in)effectiveness	 and	 adequacy	 of	 existing	 SF	
policies	as	an	instrument	for	recognizing	community	rights,	empowering	local	forest	communities,	





on	 the	one	hand,	SF	emerged	out	of	global	 ideals	of	democracy	and	 local	 rights	 (Chomba	et	al.,	
2014),	 as	McCarthy	 (2005)	 claims,	 SF	 has	 also	developed	 from	 the	 confluence	of	 environmental	
governance,	neoliberal	policy	agendas	and	responsiveness	to	contingent	historical	and	geographical	
factors.	 	 	
These	 social	 political	 contexts	 at	 different	 times	 gave	 rise	 to	 different	 discourses	 which	
influenced	how	SF	was	perceived.	 	 The	perceived	failure	of	the	forest	industry	model	of	the	state	
on	the	one	hand,	and	the	increasing	rate	of	deforestation	and	forest	degradation	on	the	other	hand	
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While	these	SF	discourses	are	somewhat	sequential	(de	Jong,	2012),	they	are	not	exclusive	and	
overlap	 and	 mix	 with	 parallel	 discourses.	 For	 example,	 the	 social	 justice	 discourses	 driving	
participatory	 development	 and	 ‘Bottom	 up	 Planning’	 approaches	 of	 the	 early	 1980s	 and	 the	
movement	 for	 rights	 of	 indigenous	 and	 other	 local	 communities	 to	 exercise	 control	 over	 their	
traditional	natural	resources	have	contributed	to	the	development	of	SF	as	a	rights-based	approach.	 	
The	 discussion	 above	 highlights	 the	 influence	 of	 discourses	 and	 values	 and	 interests	 of	 the	
national	institutions	on	the	objectives	and	regulations	on	SF.	 	 However,	all	regulations	and	policy,	
















At	 the	 same	 time,	 in	 both	 Vietnam	 and	 Indonesia,	 SF	 has	 become	 one	 approach	 to	 solve	
















individual	 rights	and	how	communities	operate	 in	relation	to	 forest	as	part	of	SF	policy	design	 if	
objectives	of	empowerment	and	devolution	of	rights	are	to	be	taken	seriously.	 	 	 	
In	 both	 Vietnam	 and	 Indonesia,	 legal	 rights	 of	 use	 to	 forestland	 and	 resources	 come	 with	
restrictions:	they	are	usually	time	bound,	allow	only	certain	uses,	and	with	only	part	of	the	bundle	
of	rights	(e.g.	no	alienation	or	conversion	to	other	uses)	are	transferable.	 	 These	rights	also	come	
with	associated	responsibilities:	 to	manage	the	forest	 in	accordance	with	technical	 requirements	
often	for	forest	protection	and	rehabilitation	rather	than	production	for	local	livelihood	needs,	and	
includes	submitting	management	plans	and	budgets	often	beyond	the	ability	of	local	people.	 	 	








Nguyen,	2011;	Larson	et	al.,	2010).	 	 Secure	 tenure	 leads	 to	desirable	environmental,	economic,	
political,	and	cultural	outcomes	only	 if	 local	 communities	 can	 realize	 the	 rights	given	 to	 them	 in	
legislation.	For	example,	tenure	transfers	have	little	meaning	if	forest	regulations	and	logging	bans	
severely	 restrict	 the	 concrete	 rights	 accorded	 to	 people	 to	 use	 and	 extract	 timber	 and	 other	
resources.	Transfers	also	possess	little	value	if	they	emphasize	protection	obligations	over	rights	to	
forest	use	and	management.	In	addition,	legal	tenure	rights	often	do	not	translate	into	real	rights	






al	 (2010)	 also	 found,	 governments	 tend	 to	 consider	 their	 task	 done	 when	 policies	 are	 made,	
communities	informed,	land	allocated	or	permits	issued.	 	 There	is	little	effort	to	help	communities	
understand	their	rights	and	responsibilities	regarding	the	allocated	forests.	In	most	instances,	local	












sustainable	 forest	 management.	 Although	 as	 in	 Indonesia,	 while	 the	 law	mandates	 community	
empowerment,	it	is	unclear	as	to	what	it	implies	and	who	should	do	it.	‘Empowerment’	is	thus	simply	
translated	as	participation	or	involvement	of	local	community	in	forestry	activities.	Some	argue	that	





The	 second	 aspect	 relates	 to	 institutional	 structure,	 both	 state	 and	 non-state,	 that	 are	 more	
responsive	and	accountable	to	people	and	thus	enables	agency.	 	 Empowerment	is	thus	located	at	
the	 intersection	 of	 asset-based	 agency	 and	 institution-based	 opportunity	 with	 transformative	
processes	of	democracy	and	transfer	of	powers,	respectively	(Chomba	et	al.,	2014).	 	 However,	in	
the	 practice	 of	 SF,	 empowerment	 is	 understood	 as	 the	 state	 providing	 access	 to	 forestland	 and	
resources,	 thereby	simply	assuming	that	access	will	automatically	 lead	to	better	management	of	
forest	and	improved	livelihood.	
There	 is	no	acknowledgement	of	 the	ability	of	communities	 to	manage	 forests	 traditionally.	
There	is	no	recognition	that	a	“community”	comprises	a	complex	set	of	actors,	with	different	social,	
economic,	and	political	characteristics	such	as	wealth,	gender,	age,	ethnicity,	and	castes	(Agrawal	




Sneddon	 and	 Fox	 2007;	Wong,	 2010),	 perpetuated	 through	 political	 ties,	 family	 assets	 and	 land	
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holdings,	 family	 networks,	 and	 religious	 affiliations	 (Dasgupta	 and	 Beard	 2007;	 Lund	 and	 Saito-
Jensen	2013;	Schusser	et	al.,	2016).	 In	 the	processes	around	SF,	 the	State	usually	deals	with	 the	





of	 access	 and	 information	 allows	 the	 local	 elites	 to	 “exert	 disproportionate	 influence	 over	 a	

























overlooks	 the	 25%	 of	 total	 forests	 that	 are	 under	 community	 management	 (RECOFTC,	 2014)	
allocated	to	households,	as	a	large	proportion	of	individual	land	is	managed	at	communal	level.	 	
In	Indonesia,	the	new	government	of	Joko	Widodo	merged	the	Ministry	of	Forestry	with	the	





well	 at	 the	 local	 level.	 	 Indeed,	 community	 forest	 management	 is	 what	 Li	 (2009)	 terms	 an	
‘assemblage’,	where	competing	and	overlapping	 responsibilities,	discourses	and	 interests	among	
provincial	 government,	 district	 government,	 the	 various	 Technical	 Implementing	 Units	 of	 the	
Ministry	 (e.g.	 SF,	Watershed	Management,	Park	management),	different	non-government	actors	
and	local	communities	have	made	the	cohesive	governance	and	management	of	forest	so	difficult.	 	
Changes	 at	 national	 level	 and	 the	 establishment	 of	 new	 agencies	 to	manage	 SF,	 as	 occurred	 in	








is	 perhaps	 not	 so	much	meant	 to	 seriously	 transfer	 authority	 to	 communities,	 but	 to	maintain	
control	over	forests	 in	a	different	manner,	for	example,	through	complex	permitting	applications	
and	reporting	obligations.	Decentralization	also	offers	an	opportunity	 for	States	 to	 transfer	 their	
unresolved	forest	problems	and	financial	deficits,	while	maintaining	central	control	over	valuable	
assets	 and	 resources.	 This	 is	 certainly	 the	 case	 for	Vietnam	 in	 terms	of	 state	 failure	and	budget	
deficits	 in	 forest	management,	 and	 Indonesia	 in	 terms	of	 appeasing	 local	 conflicts.	Hence,	what	




consent	 around	 local	 forestry	 problems	 and	 objectives	 (Agarwal	 2005).	 	 Given	 these	 two	
perspectives	and	state	failure	to	transform	SF	as	a	diverse	and	complex	system	of	local	and	nested	
forms	 of	 governance,	 we	 should	 be	 “cautious	 about	 accepting	 too	 optimistic	 or	 too	 naïve	
governance	claims	of	devolution,	autonomy	and	empowerment.”	(Arts	2014).	
6.	Conclusions	
Although	 based	 on	 different	 contexts	 and	 for	 different	 reasons,	 SF	 was	 adopted	 by	 the	
governments	of	Vietnam	and	Indonesia	as	a	government	program	to	achieve	the	multiple	objectives	
of	 improving	 livelihoods,	 empowering	 communities	 and	 improving	 forest	 governance.	 The	
governments	 regulate	 SF	 by	 legislating	multiple	 policies	 and	 regulations	 that	 have	 had	 at	 times	











Thirdly,	empowerment	needs	more	 than	SF,	 it	would	need	 respect	 for	 the	 local	people	and	
structural	 reform	 to	 provide	 clear	 rights	 and	 responsibilities	 allowing	 local	 people	 autonomy	 to	
exercise	power.	 	 It	requires	providing	understanding	and	skills	that	allows	local	people	to	govern	
resources.	 	 Equally	important,	it	also	requires	an	understanding	that	the	interlinkages	between	the	
community	 and	 forest	 are	 not	 static,	 but	 an	 adaptive	 and	 dynamic	 practice	 of	 governance	 to	
changing	development,	movements	of	people,	market,	policy	and	environmental	processes.	As	the	
experience	 from	Vietnam	and	 Indonesia	suggest,	SF	 in	 its	current	 forms	fail	 to	meet	up	to	these	
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